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Margaret Reynolds: Community 
Activism for Universal Values 
Linda Hancockl 
... the agenda of the new millennium must be to set down the principles of 
global citizenship and the social obligations we have for each other. 
(Reynolds 1999c: 157) 
For four decades since moving from Tasmania to Townsville in the mid-
19608, Margaret Reynolds has championed human rights locally, nation-
ally and internationally. She was a head teacher of a school for intellec-
tually disabled children in Tasmania. She did similar work in London in 
1964, before moving to north Queensland with her husband, the historian 
Henry Reynolds, in 1965. After being an activist for Indigenous education 
in Townsville, Margaret began a long career as a federal politician. After 
retiring from parliament in 19~9, she returned to Launceston, but not to a 
quiet life. Instead, she continued her global activism, focusing on holding 
the Australian Government accountable for its mistreatment ofIndigenous 
peoples and refugees. 
Reynolds's lifelong commitment to universal rights is linked to the search 
for a humane world guided by feminist principles of power sharing and social 
justice. She recalls that her childhood 'was profoundly affected by strong-
minded women and by circumstances that taught me to be independent' 
(Reynolds 2007: 1). She grew up after World War II, when racism was being 
discredited in international politics. She says 'there have always been local 
advocates for cosmopolitanism' going back many generations, but much of 
her life's work has focused on mainstreaming cosmopolitan ideals (Reynolds 
2003b). Reynolds presents an image of a thoughtful politician always trying 
to place local issues in a wider context. This is reinforced by her range of 
concerns, which include women's rights, Indigenous rights, immigration, 
uranium mining, defence policy, drug law reform, the peace movement, 
and, most recently, refugee issues. 
Because of the way that she links local and global concerns, and her wide 
range of commitments, Reynolds is the quintessential cosmopolitan. She is 
a champion of universal rights in practice, having been involved in many 
political campaigns aimed at improving respect for human rights in Aus-
tralia, and by Australians internationally. For many years, she has taken a 
keen interest in relating local and regional issues to broader human rights 
agendas (Reynolds 1981; 1987; 1988). Two examples from 1990, when she 
was a minister in the Hawke Labor government, show this. As Common-
wealth Minister for Local Government, she rejected departmental advice 
that a regional office of the International Union of Local Government Asso-
ciations should be in Australia. Instead, she recommended that it be located 
in Indonesia, since more people would benefit from having it there. This was 
a cosmopolitan gesture, albeit one influenced by the government's concern 
to foster engagement with East Asia (Reynolds 2000b). 
On a visit to the Philippines as Minister for the Status of Women, Reynolds 
was asked by local feminists to help stop Australian men from abusing 
women and children while visiting as tourists. This plea, linked with what she 
had been told by a constituent in Queensland, led her to push for legislation 
to make child sex tourism perpetrated by Australians overseas punishable in 
Australia (Reynolds 2007: 176-8). When such a law was eventually enacted 
in 1994, it made a practical difference for oppressed women in Australia's 
region (Reynolds 2000b). While representing the Australian Government 
abroad, she tried to ensure that Australia supported human rights without 
discrimination. 
Reynolds's commitment in these cases to global citizenship in action 
shows the shift from internationalism to cosmopolitanism outlined in Chap-
ter 1. Reynolds was motivated by achieving human security for all people, 
not merely by ideas of local, national or state security. This reflected her 
involvement in community activism and her openness to transnational 
social movements. Reynolds's activity shows the strength of cosmopoli-
tanism as a practice of redefining citizenship both from above and, in this 
case, from below. Her activity is part of what Vertovec and Cohen (2002: 
11) note is 'an exponential growth in the number, size and range of activi-
ties of transnational social movements and networks concerned with issues 
including the environment, labour conditions, human rights, women and 
peace'. Such movements are part of an emerging global civil society. 
After leaving parliament, Reynolds spent much time helping to direct 
criticism against regressive policies adopted by the Howard government, at 
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times supported (such as over refugees) by the Labor Party. In doing so, she 
returned to particular human rights struggles that she thought were already 
hard-won, trying to open Australian politics to influences from transna-
tional civil society. She has done this, not because of despair about Aus-
tralians' capacity for initiating social change, but because she believes many 
Australians support the human rights agenda about which she is passionate. 
This belief is based upon her extensive community activity in difficult cir-
cumstances, and her commitment to 'provide a voice for vulnerable groups 
in our community' (Reynolds 2007: 202). In Townsville in 1967, Reynolds 
organised a conference on the implications of the Commonwealth constitu-
tional referendum earlier that year, which affirmed Indigenous rights. Her 
flat was raided by the Queensland Police Special Branch, who seized the 
list of people who had registered (Reynolds 2007: 73). This action did not 
deter her and the conference was a huge success (Reynolds 1994a: 13). Some 
Aborigines were forced back to Palm Island so they could not attend, but 
a large Indigenous audience still heard prominent speakers such as Faith 
Bandler and Joe McGuiness (H. Reynolds 1999: 65, 75-6). Through this 
conference, the first that she had helped organise, Reynolds succeeded in 
bringing together local people and those at the forefront of vital social and 
political change. 
This account of Reynolds's activity as a global citizen begins by assessing 
how her approach to human rights was shaped by her experience of commu-
nity activism in north Queensland. It then focuses on her continuing activity 
in the areas of women's rights, Indigenous rights, and refugee rights. It also 
examines her involvement with the UN and the British Commonwealth, 
before considering the distinctive features of her feminist cosmopolitanism. 
Community activism and global awareness 
An enduring theme of Reynolds's activity is her base in local communities, 
her links with community-based non-governmental organisations (NGOs), 
and her use of formal institutions and positions of influence to promote 
social justice. Reynolds thinks that a cosmopolitan approach has to be holis-
tic. It must recognise the connectedness oflocal and national struggles with 
global duties to the rest of humanity. Reynolds is concerned to emphasise 
that Australia's national identity should be seen as supported, not under-
mined, by a cosmopolitan vision. She says (Reynolds 2003b): 
People see you as if you are either Australian or cosmopolitan. They see a 
clear division between the two. What leadership is about is showing that the 
142 two are not mutually exclusive. The only way that Australians can continue 
to enjoy the kind of lifestyle we expect and the kind of opportunities we have 
is if we become cosmopolitan in our agenda setting, because we can't hide 
away from the rest of the world. If we continue to isolate ourselves and put 
asylum seekers out to sea and only follow one country, the USA, it's going to 
risk our future security. 
This concern for the impact of regressive domestic and foreign policies 
on Australia's image in its region partly reflects Reynolds's experience as a 
government minister in the late 1980s, when the Hawke government made 
engaging with Asia a national priority. Beyond that source of concern, there 
is a deeper belief about Australia's regional connections that derives from 
Reynolds's community activism in north Queensland. 
Consistently looking beyond Australia dates back to Reynolds's involve-
ment in the anti-conscription movement in the 1960s, and her early work 
with Indigenous people. Many of these ideas came about because she had 
lived overseas, in cosmopolitan London, at a time of increasing decoloni-
sation. She brought back to Australia ideas such as Operation Headstart, 
which began in the US as a program of compensatory education for the chil-
dren of minorities. This program was emulated in Townsville by Reynolds, 
who started a kindergarten for Aboriginal children (Reynolds 2007: 67). 
It soon attracted a large Indigenous enrolment, including the children 
of Eddie Mabo, long before he became famous as a native title claimant 
(H Reynolds 1999: 70-2). Reynolds was also politicised by the Vietnam 
War, and started a local branch in Townsville of Save Our Sons, an organ-
isation of women protesting against the conscription of Australian men to 
fight in an unjustified war (Reynolds 2007: 53-5). 
Reynolds became involved in social justice causes before they became 
popular. This was partly because she linked local causes directly to global 
concerns. She recalls not being very globally involved as a student, but came 
to adopt a more global perspective through her community activism. As a 
result, she became interested in global movements, such as feminism, anti-
racism, pacifism and environmentalism. She says that 'all those issues led 
me to look more globally than I might have. The combination of seeing the 
outside world, and finding out more, and then ending up on the frontier 
probably influenced my cosmopolitanism' (Reynolds 2003b). It is significant 
that, while living in London was an important influence on her struggle for 
universal rights, Reynolds became a cosmopolitan grounded in the politics 
not of a big city, but 'the frontier' in north Queensland. The difficulties of 
challenging militarism and racism in a parochial environment seemed to 
demand both an active approach and a transnational outlook (Reynolds 
2007: 59-60). 143 
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Women's rights as human rights 
Reynolds's election as a senator for Queensland occurred together with the 
Hawke government's 1983 victory over the conservative Liberal-National 
Party Coalition, marking the beginning of thirteen years of Labor govern~ 
ment. As Susan Ryan (2003: 202), Minister for Women in the first Hawke 
ministry, notes, it was the first time that an Australian government came to 
power 'with a set of detailed policy commitments to women', and 'that over 
50 per cent of Australian women had voted Labor'. Hence, the government 
was mindful of the importance of women's issues for the advancement of 
women, and to maintaining a Labor mandate. Women were appointed to 
positions as speaker of the House of Representatives, as Secretary to the 
Department of Education, and as judges on the High Court and Federal 
Court. Barry Jones (2003: 418) says this was 'more than tokenism, but not 
much'. The Office of the Status of Women was given input into Cabinet 
submissions. 
In terms of the broader issue of women's policy under the Hawke gov-
ernment, there were improvements to women's access to education and to 
jobs, family payments and the social wage and subsidised childcare. In 1984, 
the Hawke government passed the Sex Discrimination Act, giving legislative 
expression to CEDAW (The UN Convention on the Elimination of all Forms 
of Discrimination Against Women), which it had ratified in 1983 (Reynolds 
1995a: 158). In 1986, the Affirmative Action (Equal Opportunity) Act made 
equal employment opportunity a core value of the Commonwealth Public 
Service (Ryan 2003: 203-4). Reynolds was a key participant in extending the 
human right to gender equality in Australia, and she strenuously defended 
the right of women in Queensland to privacy about their medical records 
and to control over their bodies (Reynolds 2007: 138-9). 
There was less support, however, for gender equality in the structures 
of the Labor Party. In the years after Reynolds took over from Ryan as 
Minister for the Status of Women in 1988, she promoted the drive for a 35 
per cent affirmative action rule to be implemented in all state and territory 
Labor branches by 2002 (Reynolds 1995b; 1996b). She also worked for the 
greater autonomy of the National Women's Consultative Council as a vehicle 
for community consultation with women (Reynolds 2003b). She initiated 
exchanges between Australian women and women from South-East Asia 
in an effort to facilitate gender equity in Australia's engagement with East 
Asia. Yet, change inside the Labor Party proceeded more slowly. In her 
book The Last Bastion (1995), Reynolds criticised the government for not 
seeing that, in accordance with CEDAW, special measures were still needed 
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to increase the number of women in parliament (Reynolds 1995a: 159). 
She hoped that increased female representation would bring a new style 
ofleadership that would be (more consensual and less confrontational than 
their male colleagues', and playa role in 'reducing the gladiatorial, adversarial 
atmosphere' in Australian politics (Reynolds 1995a: 122). 
Reynolds also hoped that the republican movement would spearhead 
feminist advocacy for a Bill of Rights that would enshrine equality for women 
in the Constitution. Accordingly, she supported Justice Elizabeth Evatt's call 
for Australia to follow a United States-style equal protection clause, or a 
Canadian-style Charter of Rights and Freedoms (Reynolds 1995a: 148). But 
she was not overly optimistic. She noted that in the Labor Party, (mateship has 
prevailed to protect aspiring men from the challenges of women' (Reynolds 
1995a: 173). She has criticised the poor performance of both political parties 
in failing to improve women's participation in politics, as well as the double 
standards used by the media in representing male and female politicians 
(Reynolds 2007: 223). 
Looking back on the period when she was a federal politician advocat ~ 
ing equal representation for women by 2000, Reynolds (2003b) expressed 
nostalgia, not for the trappings of office, but for a time when Australia was 
more influential on human rights: 
As a member of the Hawke-Keating government I would say that along with all 
the other women involved we did make a tremendous impact on recognition 
of women's rights as human rights internationally, but far too much of that 
has dissipated since 1996. On issues related to gender I am quite nostalgic for 
the days when we used to be at the forefront as a country, and other countries 
looked to us for leadership. Over a period of time, I have been one of the 
women, or one of the people, depending on the issue, articulating issues that 
regrettably, have not been part of the mainstream. 
Global activism has been a strong driving force for her work, since she 
recognizes its effectiveness as a way to reassert the agenda of gender equity 
within Australia. 
Reynolds's action can be seen as linking the women's rights agenda 
directly with a broader cosmopolitan project in a number of ways. She has 
connected women's rights to human rights, by drawing on and actively using 
the UN human rights reporting framework to elevate women's rights both 
domestically and internationally (Larmour 1995; Reynolds 1997a; 1997c; 
1998a). She played a leadership role in the 1995 UN Fourth World Confer-
ence on Women in Beijing) reinforcing the importance of countries reporting 
their progress on raising women's status and the centrality of nation-state 
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commitments to universal rights. Because of her global links, and her hopes 
for the potential of global rights to influence Australia, Reynolds was dis-
mayed by Australia's declining commitment to human rights after the elec-
tion of the Howard government. She highlighted a UN Committee report, 
on Australia that expressed alarm about 'policy changes that apparently 
slowed down or reversed Australia's progress in achieving equality between 
women and men' (Reynolds 1997b: 27). She drew the attention ofNGOs 
to the deficiencies in existing government priorities for women, when com-
pared with the Beijing Plan of Action, to which Australia had agreed in 1995 
(Reynolds 1999a). In 1999, she was instrumentalin getting the Senate to call 
on the prime minister to honour Australia's obligations under CEDAW, and 
to implement the eleven recommendations specified by the UN CEDAW 
Committee in July 1997. 
Reynolds laments Australia's reversal on women's policy in the past 
decade. Australia is one of the few developed countries that have not rati-
fied the Optional Protocol on CEDAW, enabling women to take complaints 
of sexual discrimination to the UN. Reynolds (2003b) sees CEDAW as an 
important treaty that has to be made relevant: 
I have tried to get support for what are quite complex issues such as CEDAW. 
This was a complex, cosmopolitan idea, but you can't afford to just say that out 
there if you are trying to persuade women in the general community that what 
happens internationally has a bearing on their lives and on their daughters. It 
has always been one of my interests, and commitments, to translate what are 
essentially cosmopolitan ideas to the grassroots level, whether in government, 
local government, or in the iJ?-ternational sphere. 
Reynolds has been involved in the past decade in promoting human rights 
throughou t the British Commonwealth. She says that when she started in this 
arena she was working almost entirely with lawyers and journalists, who were 
very masculine and legalistic, and concerned only with civil and political 
rights (Reynolds 2007: 192). She supported the promotion of such rights, but 
she says she 'was much more concerned about the rights of women , children 
and Indigenous people, and how that related to the inequities around the 
world, and in the Commonwealth' (Reynolds 2003b). She has contributed tp 
a number of reports, and helped raise these issues publicly during meetings 
of Commonwealth leaders. 
Reynolds is intrigued by the way that some Australians react defensively 
when it is suggested that we are part of the global community. She sees 
cosmopolitanism as not just about something 'out there', and not only abo\lt 
standards we ourselves can achieve, but also about what we can do to help 
146 the rest of the world to achieve human dignity. Reynolds (2003b) recounts, 
a case showing how issues of international relevance are often triggered by 
local concerns: 
A woman walked into my office in 1985. She was a mail order bride from the 
Philippines, who lived in a coal mining community in Central Queensland, 
and was a victim of domestic violence and this was a revelation to me. It had 
never occurred to me that a person would be brought to Australia in that way. 
Subsequently, in 1990, Reynolds as Minister for the Status of Women spoke 
with women in Manila who urged her to also protect young girls in the 
Philippines who were being forced into prostitution for Australian men. 
Her continued agitation against this abuse contributed to federal legislation 
prohibiting child sex tourism, which was passed when Duncan Kerr was 
Justice Minister (Reynolds 2007: 178). 
This example highlights Reynolds's approach to political change, which 
has been to respond to cases at the local level by agitating for broader insti-
tutional change. This form of human rights activism has been called 'pro-
moting change by reporting facts' (Keck and Sikkink 1998: 183). It aims 
to promote transcultural awareness, and 'boost the legitimacy of marginal-
ized opinions within a domestic movemenf (Keck and Sikkink 1998: 197). 
Reynolds has used this approach to promote human rights in Australia and 
globally, particularly concerning the right of Indigenous peoples to self-
determination, and the rights of refugees to protection. 
Racism, Indigenous rights and self~determination 
From early in her career, a consistent theme in Reynolds's policy work, 
activism and personal life has been as a vocal advocate of Indigenous rights. 
She began such activism soon after she arrived in Townsville in 1965. One 
example of her activity shows the extent of her practical commitment to 
eliminating racism. In Townsville in late 1968, Woolworths opened a new 
store and advertised a large number of sales positions. Henry Reynolds 
(1999: 69) recalls that Margaret adopted a 'direct approach' in opposing 
racial discrimination in employment: 
On the morning that interviews were to take place Margaret stationed herself 
by Woolworths' door and I began collecting mainly Torres Strait Islander 
women from nearby South Townsville and driving successive carloads over 
the bridge to Flinders Street. The management was completely thrown by this 
sudden visitation of Islander women in bright print frocks and with flowers 
in their hair. Margaret insisted that every woman receive an interview and 147 
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helped them fill out their forms. The management went through the process, 
but not a single one ... was offered a job . 
Although she complained directly to the Woolworths regional manager, 
and sought to expose this racism in the local media, it was a long time 
before large Townsville stores employed Indigenous people (Reynolds 2007: 
76). This episode shows how Reynolds developed a passion for challenging 
institutionalised discrimination, as well as racism entrenched by law. Within 
a few years of her arrival in Townsville, she became well known to Indigenous 
people as a strong source of social support when someone of courage was 
needed to make government officials accountable. 
Later, as a senator and minister, Reynolds gave many speeches on Indige-
nous rights, in which she stressed the importance of self-determination 
(Reynolds 1994a). She had extensive correspondence with Indigenous 
Land Councils, communities and activists over many years. Together with 
Democrats' Senator John Woodley, she initiated the Parliamentary Code of 
Race Ethics in response to the publicity given to Pauline Hanson's views 
(Reynolds 2007: 215-7; Reynolds and Woodley 1998). It was later used as 
a model in developing a similar code in the United Kingdom. She was a 
strong critic of the Howard governmenes refusal both to apologise to the 
Stolen Generations, and to end mandatory sentencing (Reynolds 2001a: 
17). On 26 May 1998, a year after the Bringing Them Home report about 
the forced removal of Aboriginal children from their families, she presented 
to the Indigenous peoples of Australia a collection of personal letters and 
extracts from parliamentary debates, through which thousands of Aus-
tralians sent messages of sorrow and hope and demands for justice. Reynolds 
(1998c: foreword) pointed out that six of Australia's nine parliaments had 
passed motions of apology, but the federal parliament, 'the national voice of 
democracy was unable to speak unanimous words of apology regarding the 
actions of previous administrations'. She has also publicised UN criticisms of 
Australia for continued discrimination against Indigenous peoples 
(Reynolds 2001a: 16). 
Although Reynolds became a federal senator during the Hawke and Keat-
ing era, her ideals remained closer to those first espoused by Gough Whitlam, 
particularly in his policy speech during the 1972 election campaign. Two 
themes of that speech resonated strongly with Reynolds. The first was the 
need to turn engagement with Asia from war to peace. The second was the 
international need for Australia to negotiate a just settlement with Indige-
nous peoples. Whitlam (cited in Clark 1973: 203) had defined the interna-
tional dimensions of the latter task by saying that, 'in a very real sense, the 
Aborigines are our true link with our region', and observing that 'Australia's 
treatment of her Aboriginal people will be the thing upon which the rest of 
the world will judge Australia and Australians'. Those statements reflected 
a broad wave of public concern about human rights within Australia, in 
which Reynolds was actively involved. Later, Reynolds (2003b) reflected on 
how a historic change in Australia away from racism seemed to have stalled: 
I don't know the damage to Australia that our White Australia Policy and our 
treatment of Indigenous people inflicted over a number of years. So many 
people used to ask about it, and ask what happened about the Aborigines. 
From the 1970s on, through the Whitlam, Fraser, Hawke and Keating years, 
we gradually started to put all that behind us. There was an appreciation 
that Australia had changed, that we no longer had a White Australia Policy, 
and we were starting to give the 'fair go' some real meaning, albeit not as 
successfully as many of us would have liked, that there were moves in terms of 
Indigenous rights and this was communicated around the world. This is one of 
the reasons why we were chosen to host the Olympic Games. Then, suddenly, 
with Hansonism and the Howard government there was this amazement 
internationally at just what is going on here, both with our treatment of 
vulnerable people, and our lack of independence from the American alliance, 
and our antipathy to people in the region. 
Reynolds is concerned that Australia's diminished international reputation 
on human rights will compound problems in relations with neighbouring 
states. She has actively defended the rights of asylum seekers and refugees 
in Australia. 
Defending the rights of refugees in Australia 
As President of the United Nations Association of Australia (UNAA) from 
1999 until 2005, Reynolds was a vocal critic of both the Howard government 
and the Labor Party on rights for refugees, human rights abuses, and on 
Australian foreign policy (Briggs 2002). She identified key areas in which 
Australia has contravened its international treaty obligations: mandatory 
detention of asylum seekers for the duration of the determination process; 
the use of temporary protection visas since October 1999; and the process of 
'refoulement' (involuntary return to country of origin, directly or by forcing 
refugees back to a country, such as Indonesia, which has no legal obligation 
to protect refugees under the Refugee Convention). Reynolds has addressed 
meetings of activists, lobbied politicians, engaged in public debates with 
senior Labor women (such as Julia Gillard, when she was the Immigration 149 
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spokesperson), and spoken to UN human rights committees. This was all 
part of a sustained effort to help change refugee policy. 
Reynolds is troubled by the longer-term ramifications of current refugee 
policies. She is concerned not only about the denial of human rights to 
refugees, but also about the effect of Australian policies on other countries. 
Reynolds (2003b) says: 
If a spoilt, affluent Australia with its small population, its wealth, its democracy 
and peaceful society, with everything going for it, can't cope with a few asylum 
seekers, well why should any other country bother to take the UN protocol 
seriously? There is the immediate humanitarian issue: what they have been 
through, why they have corne. Don't they deserve a hearing at least? We know 
that at least 90 percent of refugees who apply for asylum are genuine. So we 
should be hearing their stories. But after that, we should be concerned with 
what Australia is doing to undermine the global system. If Australia gets away 
with it, why would any other country, with their multiplicity of problems and 
poverty, why would they try? 
Reynolds believes that, in the end, Australia will not get away with it, because 
too many Australians will use action abroad to challenge a denial of human 
rights. 
Reynolds has actively lobbied UN human rights bodies, as part of a grass-
roots campaign to present an alternative image abroad of Australia and 
Australians. Reynolds (2001a: 18) consistently challenged the Howard gov-
ernment's opposition to effective international monitoring of Australia's 
human rights performance: 
At an official level the Federal Government has used selfish domestic motives 
to undermine the basic structure of the international human rights monitor-
ing bodies. It has challenged the right of human rights advocates to question 
government policy. It has misrepresented the processes which rely on govern-
ment co-operation and transparency. It has encouraged negative perceptions 
of the United Nations as an outsider interfering in national decision making. 
In 2002, Reynolds presented to Mary Robinson, the UN High Commissioner 
for Human Righ ts, a report con taining letters from numerous asylum seekers 
detained in Australia and drawings by their children. This report convinced 
Robinson to instruct the former Chief Justice of India, P. N. Bhagwati, to 
visit detention camps such as Woomera. In 2003, when the new UN High 
Commissioner, Sergio Vieira de Mello, asked her 'why is the Australian 
Government so ruthless towards such vulnerable peopler, Reynolds (2007: 
219) told him that many Australians did not support that policy. In 2004, 
150 another opportunity arose to highlight the treatment of refugees, and show 
that many Australians are practically helping asylum seekers. Reynolds pre-
sented a report to the UN in Geneva titled Australians Welcome Refugees: The 
Untold Story. The report led many people there to respond: 'we didn't know 
so many Australians cared' (Reynolds 2004a; 2004b). Reynolds (2004a: 1) 
said that government deceit over the Tampa episode and the children over-
board affair in 2001 had 'galvanised thousands of Australians into action to 
personally support individuals and to lobby for reform'. Such active public 
support for refugees shows that cosmopolitan concern can motivate effec-
tive political action, especially through publicising human rights abuses 
in ternationally. 
Involvement with the United Nations and 
Commonwealth activism 
Reynolds has had a long-standing involvement with the United Nations, 
including as a delegate to many UN meetings on behalf of both the govern-
ment and NGOs. In 2000, she represented Australian NGOs at the review 
conference of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty at the UN in New York 
(Reynolds 2000a). Earlier, in 1997, as a Parliamentary Adviser to Australia's 
delegation to the General Assembly of the United Nations, she argued that 
Australia's role at the UN needed to be more independent, with a focus on 
priority areas where the Australian Government can take a leadership role 
and raise a positive profile internationally. This reflected her belief that a 
country like Australia should be at the forefront of protecting and extending 
the UN's capacity, not undermining it. Reynolds has been a fierce defender 
and a firm advocate of the UN system, but not an uncritical one. She is 
aware that NGOs often find many UN procedures and outcomes inade-
quate (Reynolds 2003a). Yet Reynolds (I997b: 13) is reluctant to criticise 
the UN, because she says 'its failings are always over-emphasised and its 
highly commendable achievements over-shadowed'. 
As President of the UNAA, Reynolds often called for a better balance 
between Australia's military and development spending. She highlighted 
the steady decline in Australian overseas aid over the past twenty years. She 
says that overcoming poverty and inequality is 'in all our interests', because it 
is the only way to achieve genuine security. Australia's dismal level of overseas 
aid compares badly with that of a smaller affluent country such as Denmark, 
which spends US$337 per capita on aid, in contrast to Australia's US$54 
(Reynolds 2004b; see Singer and Gregg 2004: 22-4). Reynolds wonders what 
has gone wrong in Australia since 1985, when Australian overseas aid was 151 
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much higher. Yet she has maintained a hope that the idealism of young people 
involved across Australia in the UN Youth Association may eventually reverse 
that downward trend (Reynolds 2004b). 
As well as the UN, Reynolds has been involved with the British Com-
monwealth Human Rights Initiative, a London-based NGO which broad-
ened its campaigning against human rights abuses after the end of apartheid 
(Reynolds 2007: 192). She hopes that, instead of remaining an old entity, 
the Commonwealth could become a force for reform, as a means of main-
taining international interest in human rights. This would be particularly 
relevant where regressive political change occurs within a country, whether 
it is Australia or another Commonwealth member. In her activism around 
the Commonwealth Heads of Government summits, Reynolds has focused 
on Indigenous rights. She says (Reynolds 2003b) that other Commonwealth 
countries, such as New Zealand, have been 'prepared to speak out and to 
follow international standards and to try to lead'. Yet in Australia, while there 
have always been local advocates for cosmopolitanism going right back to 
the Anti-Slavery League, more people have avoided coming to terms with 
history. She wonders how many more generations justice for Indigenous 
peoples in Australia will take. Meanwhile, she sees the Commonwealth as 
a means that NGOs can use, along with UN human rights committees, 
to embarrass countries like Australia when they ignore their treaty obliga-
tions. She has taken this approach to the Commonwealth in response to 
what she sees as the decline in Australia's standing internationally. Before 
retiring from parliament, Reynolds (l998b: 127) wrote: 'When travelling 
I had always experienced warm enthusiasm as a welcome Australian visi-
tor, yet now I found I was met with a certain reserve from people unsure 
about Australia's current reputation internationally'. For Reynolds, involve-
ment with the Commonwealth is another way to protect human rights in 
Australia. 
Is there a feminist cosmopolitanism? 
Reflecting on who inspired her international rights work, Reynolds cites 
Mary Robinson, the former UN High Commissioner for Human Rights; 
Madeline Albright, the former US Secretary of State; and New Zealand 
Prime Minister Helen Clark. Reynolds says that when they had the oppor-
tunity to meet and talk formally and informally, parliamentary women like 
herself and Clark were struck by the privilege of their opportunities to 
create a better world and by the local agendas that they pursued in a global 
152 context. Reynolds believes women gain legitimacy for global social action 
from their local connections; and when no longer in political office, they 
have these roots and concerns to anchor their lives. She saw her role as a 
parliamentarian as similar to many other women working at a broader com-
munity level. She claims (Reynolds 2003b) that 'too many men have been 
conditioned to believe that power is all that matters, and that once you get 
it you hold onto it no matter what, and you don't necessarily share it or use 
it as creatively as you might'. By contrast, she was interested in joining offi-
cial structures like parliament to try to share power with NGOs. She thinks 
women's lack of acceptance of power as their birthright gives them a better 
opportunity to transform power and to be much more egalitarian in their 
use of power. Reynolds does not see women as better human beings than 
men, but she says they can make a difference when they make important 
decisions, such as deciding to stop sexual abuse of women and children by 
Australians overseas. 
The question of whether there is a distinctively feminist cosmopolitan 
practice arises in connection with Reynolds's approach, her forms of political 
engagement, and the core values of her activism. The time when Reynolds 
moved from local to federal politics, in the early 1980s, was one of extensive 
global networking amongst feminists worldwide, which generated 'trust, 
information sharing, and discovery of common concerns' (Keck and Sikkink 
1998: 169). In many respects, the feminist rights project is transnational. It 
is based on a conception of citizenship as 'bounded, but by sex/gender role 
rather than by nationality' (Hutchings 1999: 138). The feminist approach is 
collaborative, and grounded in sharing the realities of women's lives through 
global networking (Evans 2002: 174). Reynolds has participated in many 
international NGO networks, building links between them and domestic 
NGOs. She says that leading parliamentary women of her generation, such 
as former Premier of Victoria Joan Kirner, and former Premier of Western 
Australia Carmen Lawrence, have often come from a grassroots community 
background, and have worked through issues at the local level; be it racism 
or sexism or disregard for the environment. Reynolds (2003b) says that, 
although 'many of my male advisors, and even the female ones, advised 
me to work within the factions and the party, it always seemed protracted, 
long-winded, petty and personal'. 
One member of the Australian Women's Rights Action Network, 
Carolyn Lambert (2004) sees Reynolds as expressing a pragmatic cos-
mopolitanism) serving as 'a link in a long chain of people committed to 
making a change and committed to making the link between the global and 
the local, open, and transparent'. Retaining her links to community groups 
was crucial for Reynolds's ability to respond to pleas for practical support, 
such as from the Filipina wife abused by her Australian husband. Her action 153 
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in seeking an institutional change in response to an immediate human need 
reflected the transformative approach that she developed to help Indigenous 
women and men in Townsville who needed a kindergarten that respected 
their culture and heritage. This grassroots practice of reform is a famil-
iar feminist activist tactic (Hutchings 1999: 140). More broadly, it is part 
of an attempt to transcend national and institutional limitations by acting 
beyond the state, to expand the transnational dimensions of feminist poli-
tics. Reynolds (2007: 173, 183) has consistently sought to develop informal 
networks uniting women committed to universal rights and gender equal-
ity, both when operating as a minister or government delegate and when 
involved with transnational groups such as the International Parliamentary 
Union. 
Conclusion 
One of the distinctive features of the cosmopolitan activism taken up by 
Reynolds is that it has been global in outlook and perspective, while anchored 
in provincial and local realities and impact. Reynolds has shown that cos-
mopolitanism in Australia is not an attitude or practice confined to national 
or state capitals, but a set of humane values which can be adopted, devel-
oped and deployed by activists anywhere in Australia. Reynolds has been a 
champion of global citizenship rights underpinned by social justice values, 
and has been involved in a wide range of international campaigns directed 
at improving respect for human rights in Australia, and by Australians inter-
nationally. 
Reynolds's cosmopolitan outlook is something she began to articulate 
in north Queensland in the mid-1960s, many years before going to Can-
berra as a parliamentarian. Through her long involvement with community 
organisations, she has shown that living in a remote region in Australia is no 
obstacle to taking a cosmopolitan approach to activism. Several examples of 
such linkage have been mentioned. Another one concerns why Australians 
should take global warming seriously. Reynolds (2003b) says we must think 
'in terms of our own future, particularly relating to drought', and take a 
broader, humane approach: 
It's not just a matter of looking at us and about how it affects us but how it 
affects our neighbours. Are we going to turn around the boatloads of Pacific 
Islanders when the water level rises? 
Crucially, Reynolds sees no contradiction between looking after Aus-
154 tralian interests and also being cosmopolitan. While she accepts that most 
Australians do not yet identify as global citizens, Reynolds (1999c: 157) has 
called on us to recognise the 'Planetary Interest' that unites humanity, and 
to realise that 'the agenda of the new millennium must be to set down the 
principles of global citizenship and the social obligations we have for each 
other' as humans. She believes that young Australians are increasingly open 
to the ideals of global citizenship. 
After a parliamentary career that included initiating legislative change 
to protect women from sexual violence committed by Australians over-
seas, Reynolds became a strong critic of the nationalistic isolationism of 
the Howard government. She has linked global and local activism to help 
defend the rights of asylum seekers and refugees. She feels such activism 
has made a real difference, leading to the closure of the Woomera detention 
centre, despite the Labor Party's acceptance of the false rhetoric and policies 
of 'border protection' (Reynolds 2004b). Yet, reflecting on the state of Aus-
tralia early in the new century, Reynolds (2003b) was concerned about what 
she called 'a reversal of the cultural cringe', saying that now 'we are almost 
rejecting outside influences in a way where back in the 50s and 60s we were 
embracing the need to go overseas and to take our skills, and take advantage 
of opportunities overseas'. She says that 'the best interests of the individ-
ual and local society in Australia are really dependent on cosmopolitanism', 
which can help overcome 'the fear of outsiders' that nationalistic politi-
cians create (Reynolds 2003b). Despite this new 'mood of conservatism', 
which Reynolds (2007: 226) sees as the main legacy of the Howard govern-
ment, and her concern about the threat posed to human rights by neoliberal 
projects that entrench inequality, Reynolds remains optimistic about the 
future. One reason for her optimism is the idealism and commitment to 
improving humanity that she sees in many members of UN Youth Associa-
tions throughout Australia (Reynolds 2004b). People such as Thao Nguyen, 
interviewed in Chapter 10, are continuing a tradition of action as global 
citizens, to which cosmopolitan advocates of social justice such as Margaret 
Reynolds have contributed substantially. 
Note 
1 I would like to thank Margaret Reynolds especially for her comments on this chapter 
and for the interview on which it is based, and Roderic Pitty for editorial work. 
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